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How do Expert School Based Agriculture Teachers Define Expert Teachers?

Introduction/Need for Research
Defining expertise can be a difficult, multifaceted process. In general, experts have more knowledge (Chi, Feltovich & Glasser, 1981), use a high level of intuition for making difficult decisions (De Groot, 1966), cognitively organize their knowledge for more efficiently retrieval (Chi et al., 1981), and hold their knowledge in very specific domains (Cooke, 1994). Ropo (2004) stated an expert teacher’s knowledge is more hierarchically organized, covers a wider level of abstractions, and is tightly bound to specific contexts. Ropo (2004) also stated expert teachers make observations more quickly and accurately, are more sensitive to individual student’s needs, and have automatic ways of dealing with frequently occurring situations. 

Novice-to-expert methodology as defined by Schunk (2012) guided this inquiry. The goal of novice-to-expert methodology is to move novice individuals to expert as quickly and efficiently as possible. Defining expertise and determining characteristics of an expert teacher is the first step in in novice-to-expert research. This study was guided by the research question: How do expert School-Based Agricultural Education (SBAE) teachers define being an expert? This research aligns with research priority #5 in the American Association of Agricultural Education’s research priority areas (Doefert, 2011). Thieman, Henry and Kitchel (2012) also call for research that identifies characteristics and qualities of effective and resilient agricultural educators.

Conceptual Framework
Drefus & Dreyfus (1980) purpose a five-stage model of the mental activities involved in direct skill acquisition. Their model describes growth towards expertise as a linear process that begins at the novice level, progresses through the stages of advanced beginner, competent and proficient before reaching the level of expert. Experts analyze, understand, and react to difficult situations quickly and accurately without concisely recalling rules or steps to resolve the problem. In education research, Fessler and Chrisensen (1992) claimed a teacher’s growth begins with pre-service education, moves through induction, competency building, enthusiastic and growing, career frustration, career stability, career wind-down, and career exit stages. The enthusiastic and growing stage is characterized by newly minted expert teachers who reflect on their practice, enjoy the professional development process and are proficient in the classroom (Burke & McDonnell, 1992).   

Methodology
This study was a basic qualitative study. Ary, Jacobs, Sorensen, & Walker (2014) describe basic qualitative research as a process that explores the points of view of individuals. Teachers in the enthusiastic and growing career stage, as defined by Fessler and Christensen (1992), were purposefully selected for this study. A criterion sample was used to achieve a sample of participants. Teachers from five purposefully selected from [state], [state], [state], [state] and [state]. Three individuals involved in the SBAE leadership for each state were asked to provide a list of 10 teachers who fit the criteria for the study. One teacher from each state who appeared on all three lists was selected to participate in the study. Semi-structured interviews were conducted by telephone to determine the teacher’s definition of professional development. Questions were also asked to determine if the teachers were in the enthusiastic and growing career stage as defined by Burke and McDonnell (1992). Audio records were transcribed and coded by the researchers. Member checks were conducted to ensure accuracy (Lincoln & Guba, 1985). Subjectivity statements were conducted by the researchers and audit trials were used to assure dependability. The researchers used open coding to determine themes from the data. 

Results/Findings
Five participants were nominated by all three agricultural education leaders in their respective state. One interviewee was removed from the study because his responses indicated he was not in the enthusiastic and growing stage as described by Burke and McDonnell (1992). The four respondents who remained in the study had more than 7 years of teaching experience and were determined by the researchers to be in the enthusiastic and growing career stage.

When asked to define an expert teacher Stan responded “An expert is one that gets the job done in an effective way.” Francine responded, “It’s just somebody that is credible in their field. . .” Hailey stated, “It doesn’t always have to be based on number of years/experience.” Francine stated, “I don’t necessarily say [expertise is defined by] years of experience.”

The researchers identified the theme in the responses that indicated a dichotomy between professional growth and expertise. Hailey stated, “I’m still growing and learning and finding out new ways to do things and so I don’t really think of myself as an expert. . .” Roger said, “there’s so much more I could be doing.” He went on to say, “. . .too many new things and changing things for me right now. . .I can maybe go towards the expert teacher, but no, I don’t think [I am an expert teacher]. [I am] still growing too much.” Roger added an interesting contradiction when asked to define an expert. He stated “. . . An expert teacher would be an individual that would [be] involved in and experienced in doing research in their profession of teaching, whether it be in their topic of teaching or. . .how they administrate education in their classroom.”

The theme of domain expertise was also evident. Francine said, “[Expert teachers] have certain things they are an expert at and certain areas where they need help.” Hailey stated, “I think someone can be an expert in a particular topic area where they feel comfortable and have a lot of success.” She went on to say, “. . . someone could be an expert in one field and not know anything about another.” Expertise was identified in technical content areas as indicated by Franice, “I would say my strong suits have always been the animal science field and the small animal stuff.” Hailey said, “there are a hand full that a really leading the way . . .[and] helping other in that very specific curriculum.” Pedagogical expertise was also identified. Hailey stated, “I think an expert teacher had to be well versed in different teaching methods.” When asked if he was an expert Roger stated, “When I hone [my skills] better, [am] more cohesive in facilitating my classroom . . . and put the whole picture together I might consider myself an expert teacher.” 

Conclusions/Recommendations
Enthusiastic and growing teachers acknowledge that teaching expertise is domain specific, which is congruent with the findings of Ropo (2004). Both technical agriculture knowledge and pedagogy were identified as areas of expertise, therefore a both areas should be a part of preservice instruction and inservice professional development. Teachers indicated a dichotomy between growth and expertise, which is congruent with Dreyfus and Dreyfus (1980) definition of expertise but does not match the paradigm presented by Fessler and Christensen (1992) who indicated growth is an important characteristic of expertise. Further research is warranted in the area of novice-to-expert growth of SBAE teachers. 
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